HOW STRONG IS  BRITAIN ?
pillar of her position in the world, and everything
connected with this wealth is important.
British shipping thus plays a double role. First of
all it is, as we have already pointed out, the pre-
liminary condition for Great Britain's very existence
as an independent nation, and secondly it helps to
maintain and supplement her wealth.
There is no doubt that up to the end of the World
War the British mercantile marine fulfilled both roles
very successfully. In 1914 when world commerce was
at its most prosperous and London was the undisputed
centre of world trade, four out of ten ships on the high
seas Sew the Red Ensign, and six of them had been
built in British shipyards. Every year British shipping
earned an average of 90 million pounds sterling abroad,
and this represented a very considerable contribution
to the regulation of Great Britain's balance of payments.
In this respect Great Britain entered the World War
very well prepared indeed. In the beginning the
mercantile marine had no difficulty at all in carrying
out its duties and providing the country with foodstuffs,
etc., and providing the military authorities with means
of transport. About one-third of the mercantile marine
was engaged in this auxiliary military task. The
shipping losses suffered in the first two years of the war
as a result of hostile action were comparatively small,
but hi 1916 the losses suffered as the result of hostile
submarine action began to increase, and in 1917 these
losses reached the alarming total of 3*7 million tons,
which was their highest point during the war.
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